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Get a dog, live longer 


The health-giving benefits of dog ownership have been revealed in a study of 3.4 million people. The findings reveal 
that dogs can cut the risk of heart disease in people by up to 36% Photograph: Robert Bahou/Rex/Shutterstock 


‘^ party season 


Festive 
outfits for the 


weekend- 


AME: 

i f \ 

a | 
i 


ld if 9 {|| 307361 


eguardian 


cYan black 


(IR €3.50) £2.90 


Parents at war 
could risk 
losing children 


Plans to fight ‘alienation’ where child 
is turned against mother or father 


Amelia Hill 


Divorcing parents could be denied con- 
tact with their children if they try to turn 
them against their former partner undera 
“groundbreaking” process which aims to 
stop the phenomenon known as parental 
alienation. 

Thenew approach willinitially give par- 
ents the chance to change their behaviour 
with the help of intense therapy. Those 
who do not respond will not be allowed 
to have their children live with them. In 
addition, contact between the parent and 
child could be restricted or refused for a 
number of months. In the most extreme 
cases, the alienating parent will be per- 
manently banned from any contact with 
their child. 

The Children and Family Court Advi- 
sory and Support Service (Cafcass) is 
carrying out a trial of the new process to 
tackle the growing number of cases of 
parents who turn their children against 
their former partners, and even attempt 
to persuade their children to cut the other 
parent out of their lives. 

Cafcass said it had recently realised 
that parental alienation occurs in signifi- 
cant numbers of the 125,000 cases it deals 
with each year. Sarah Parsons, its assistant 
director, said: “We are increasingly rec- 
ognising [it as] a feature in many of our 
cases and have realised that it’s absolutely 
vital that we take the initiative. Our new 
approach is groundbreaking.” 

Parental alienation is estimated to be 
present in 11%-15% of divorces involving 
children, a figure thought to be on the rise. 


UK judges are increasingly recognis- 
ing the phenomenon. One wrote about 
a case where she was forced to transfer 
residence to re-establish a relationship 
between achildandan alienated parent. “I 
regard parental manipulation of children, 
of which I distressingly see an enormous 
amount, as exceptionally harmful,” she 
said in her summary. 

Parental alienation occurs on a spec- 
trum from mild to extreme, all of which 
can be damaging tothe childreninvolved. 
Experts admit they are only now begin- 
ning to understand the range of ways it 
can manifest itself. 

Parsons said: “We have reached a much 
clearer position on parental alienation 
recently, which we want to send a very 
clear, strong message about. 

“The current, popular view of parental 
alienation is highly polarised and doesn’t 
recognise this spectrum. We want to 
reclaim the centre ground and develop a 
more nuanced, sophisticated understand- 
ing of what’s going on.” 

Parental alienation occurs almost 
exclusively when parents are separat- 
ing or divorcing, particularly when legal 
actionis involved. Itis, however, different 
to the all too common acrimony between 
divorcing parents and is internationally 
recognised as a distinctive form of paren- 
tal psychological abuse and family vio- 
lence, undermining core principles of the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and the UN convention on the rights of 
the child. 
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Councils in £1bn splurge on hotels, shops and offices 


Robert Booth 


Local authorities are on course to spend 
more than £1bn on commercial prop- 
erty this year, investing more in assets 
such as shopping centres, country clubs, 
hotels and offices than in building council 
houses, new figures show. One council has 
put money into a bowling alley. 

Town halls across England and Wales 
spent £758m buying up commercial prop- 
erty in the first eight months of this year, 
according to property market data from 
Savills, but they are only building council 
houses at the rate of 1,730 a year according 
to government figures for 2016/17. 

If the £1bn likely to be spent on com- 
mercial property were spent on new coun- 
cil housing it could produce more than 


8,000 new homes, one expert estimate 
suggests. Downing Street indicated this 
year that that amount of subsidy could 
deliver 12,500 homes. 

While no nationwide figure is available 
forthe total cost to the taxpayer of council 
houses built in 2016/17, expert estimates 
of the cost per property at up to £125,000 
would suggest that councils spent in the 
region of £250m. 

About 77,000 households in England 


Likely investment by 
local authorities this 
year on commercial 
assets, compared with 
estimated projected 
spending of £250m 
on council housing 


and Wales are living in temporary accom- 
modation and 1.2 million are on council 
waiting lists. 

Local authority leaders are now 
demanding that the government lift the 
cap on borrowing for council housing in 
next week’s budget. Labour has branded 
the situation “absurd”. 

John Healey, the shadow communities 
secretary, said: “It is absurd that out-of- 
date rules let councils borrow to build or 
buy commercial property but not toinvest 
in affordable housing ... Conservative 
ministers are about the only people left 
who don’t think councils should be free 
to build new low-cost homes to benefit 
their areas. 

“Tt’s a budget no-brainer for [the chan- 
cellor] Philip Hammond tolift this capand 


get councils building tens of thousands of 
affordable homes.” 

Coventry city council last month 
decided to buy the Coombe Abbey coun- 
try house hotel in a multi-million pound 
deal that prompted local protests that it 
was doing so while making wider cuts. The 
council has no council housing despite 
facing rising homelessness, with more 
than 600 households in priority need. It 
reckons it could earna 10% annual return 
on the hotel investment. 

Kingston council in Surrey spent £54m 
buying two office buildings anda business 
park in the last year but invested in only 
one new council house, a former school 
caretaker’s cottage. 
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‘I was lucky’ 

The young migrant in 
this award-winning 
portrait tells his story 
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